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August 8: According to analysts in Guatemala City, the peace accord signed by the five Central
American presidents on August 7 carries great potential for ending years of war in the region, but
its implementation will require hard negotiating in the months to come with the attendant risk of
a breakdown. Success would make the peace plan's principal author and motivator, Costa Rican
President Oscar Arias, a likely candidate for a Nobel Peace Prize, some are already saying. The
major concern, which emerged in the wake of euphoria, is that different interpretations of the
agreement's major provisions could lead to impasses in the negotiations that lie ahead. Also key to
the plan's success is US acceptance, since Washington is called upon to stop supplying aid to the
contras in 90 days. According to Central American and US analysts, the agreement represented
significant concessions by Nicaraguan President Daniel Ortega and his Salvadoran counterpart
Jose Napoleon Duarte, whose countries are worst affected by rebellion, economic dislocation and
deepening poverty. "The Sandinistas know that if they are not flexible, the war will go on," said
President Arias said in an interview after the agreement was signed. "The Nicaraguan economy is a
mess, and they realize it's a mess." Another factor that may have figured in the Sandinista thinking,
analysts here suggested, was Managua's growing dependence on Soviet aid. The USSR, which is
engaged in delicate arms control negotiations with the United States, has indicated some reluctance
to go on bankrolling Nicaragua at current high levels. Ortega initially had ruled out internal
"democratization" measures, arguing in a press conference before the summit opened that such
"internal" matters were not a proper subject for international talks. Contra leaders in Guatemala
during the summit said they insisted on direct involvement in any cease-fire negotiations and
demanded a cease-fire in place with provisions for delivery of "humanitarian aid" such as food,
clothing and medicine to their troops inside Nicaragua. The Sandinistas' reaction to this was not
immediately known, but in the past they have refused to negotiate with the contras. The peace
plan does not explicitly require the Sandinistas to negotiate directly with the contras, although the
rebels are interpreting the plan as implying negotiations. An estimated 4,000 to 6,000 guerrillas of
the Farabundo Marti National Liberation Front (FMLN) are fighting El Salvador's 56,000-member
armed forces in a war that began eight years ago. The Salvadoran situation is complicated by
extreme rightist groups, which also may reject the plan on grounds that it implicitly recognizes the
guerrillas. The prospect then arises that right-wing death squads, active early in the war, could
reemerge and effectively scuttle a reconciliation, analysts said. In Guatemala, leftist guerrillas
now allied under the Guatemalan National Revolutionary Union have dwindled to fewer than
2,000 in an insurgency that began 25 years ago. Guatemalan forces have used brutal tactics to
supress the rebellion, killing thousands of suspected rebel sympathizers. However, the rebels
persist and have stepped up their efforts through a clandestine radio station that began operating
in May. The foreign ministers of the Contadora Group (Mexico, Panama, Venezuela and Colombia)
and its Support Group (Argentina, Brazil, Peru and Uruguay), met in Sao Paulo, Brazil, for an
informal evaluation of the Central American peace accord. In a joint statement, the eight ministers
affirmed that the accord represented a "decisive step" toward the peaceful solution of the regional
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conflict. Mexican Foreign Minister Bernardo Sepulveda expressed his optimism for the future
as follows: "[The accord] signifies a real possibility for continuity in the Central American peace
process." In individual statements to the press, the foreign ministers said the Central American has
superseded Washington's plan announced shortly before the August 6-7 summit in Guatemala.
For the Contadora and Support Group ministers, the Reagan administration's effort is effectively
a dead letter. Sepulveda has proposed a Latin American presidential summit meeting with the
objective of discussing the Central American situation, among other topics, such as the region's
foreign debt. Despite its lukewarm and cautious support of the Central American presidents' peace
plan, Washington's overall assessment of the accord can be summarized as fearful and suspicious.
In a statement, Reagan said the US will continue supporting the interests of the contras, but he did
not elaborate on what will happen in regard to future contra aid. The Reagan administration is not
optimistic about the peace plan, according to officials, because the accord indicates that when contra
aid ends, Nicaragua could continue receiving assistance from Cuba and the Soviet bloc. Costa Rican
President Oscar Arias told ABC that the new accord has taken from the Sandinistas the excuse of the
contras for failing to establish democratic processes in Nicaragua. August 9: A contra spokesperson
who requested anonymity, told reporters in Guatemala that they plan to continue their struggle
against the Sandinista government, despite the peace accord. "In no way will we lay down our
arms. The struggle continues." Rebel sources said about 12,000 contras are currently fighting
the Sandinistas inside Nicaragua, and that another 3,000 are living in Honduras. In Managua,
Nicaraguan Archbishop Miguel Obando y Bravo expressed both reservations and a conciliatory
spirit regarding the negotiations planned under the new peace accord. He said, "Hopefully, all this
is not a dream, a chimera, but rather a reality for Central Americans." In contrast, he affirmed, "We
have to make peace gestures, and not only talk about it." Obando's contemporary in San Salvador,
Archbishop Arturo Rivera y Damas, said in his Sunday homily that he was not very optmistic
about the accord. House Speaker Jim Wright (D-Tex.) urged that the plan be given a serious
chance to work despite its potential shortcomings. "We have to be supportive of it," Wright said
on NBC News' "Meet the Press." "There are a lot of things that can break apart," he said. "A lot of
people can be lying to one another. But if you begin with the assumption that it isn't going to work,
obviously it isn't." Meanwhile, a Nicaraguan foreign ministry spokesman, Alejandro Bendana, said
the success of the plan will depend on the "fundamental support of the United States," including an
end to military aid to the Nicaraguan contras. "If we're going to halt the fighting in Central America,
that means the United States must halt, in turn, its war against Nicaragua," Bendana said on ABC
News' "This Week with David Brinkley." "The Central Americans have gone as far as they can. We
now need US concurrence, which is going to make it or break it." Vice President George Bush said
the United States will not abandon the contras because of the agreement, which he said favors the
Sandinista government. "We are not going to leave the contras twisting in the wind, wondering
whether they are going to be done in by a peace plan," he said. In an interview with Miami radio
station WINZ, Bush charged that the plan "takes on faith too much of what the (Nicaraguan)
communist leader Daniel Ortega wanted" and said the administration may still try to implement
the separate peace plan it proposed August 5. The administration proposal is explicit in prohibiting
Soviet and Cuban aid to the Sandinistas and gives a shorter period for implementation of the
terms. While Democratic and Republican leaders agree that the United States should wait until
the deadline passes to judge whether the plan has succeeded, they differ over whether Congress
should consider renewing aid to the contras in the meantime. Wright, who helped the Reagan
administration develop its separate peace proposal, urged that the administration wait before
sending Congress an expected request for as much as $150 million. Senate Minority Leader Robert
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Dole (R-Kan.), however, proposed that the administration go ahead with the new request before
current aid expires Sept. 30. "If it's not needed, we can always put it back in the Treasury," Dole
said on ABC. "Let Congress go ahead and have the money ready in the event this falls through."
Wright and Dole disagreed over whether the Central American agreement limits Soviet and Cuban
aid to the Sandinistas. Wright said the plan affects Soviet bloc aid as much as it affects US aid to the
contras, but Dole said the agreement only stops US aid, giving the Soviets and Cubans an advantage
in Nicaragua. Wright said that the role the contras would play in negotiations, which had emerged
as a sticking point in peace efforts, has been resolved. He said contra leaders agreed in a telephone
conversation early August 9 that the Roman Catholic Church or the Red Cross could represent the
contras and the United States in future negotiations. Costa Rican President Oscar Arias Sanchez, the
principal architect of the plan, urged that the United States not dismiss it simply because of doubts
that Nicaragua will carry out democratic reforms. Nicaragua will come under "moral pressure from
the whole world" to implement reforms demanded by the agreement, he said. [Basic data from
several reports by EL NACIONAL (Mexico), AGENCE FRANCE PRESSE, AP, UPI, EFE (Spanish
news wire)]

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute.
All rights reserved.

Page 3 of 3

